ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
Orientation is a key process in all good learning communities to establish policies, communication procedures, and provision of information. Given that online course retention (Allen & Seaman, 2013) and engagement (Helms, 2014) still lags behind face-to-face course offerings, interventions, such as new student orientations, have the potential for improving the retention rates of online courses. In fact, orientation to college life was considered the eighth most important finding for improving attendance in a study of college interventions conducted by the Minnesota Office for Higher Education (Walters & Ayodele, 2011) . Research shows that new student orientation programs can reduce anxiety (Hullinger & Hogan, 2014) ; improve awareness of class, social, or racial issues (Estrada, Poulsen, Cannon, & Wiggens, 2013) ; and develop student autonomy that impacts educational planning (Vlamis, Bell, & Gass, 2011) .
This study explores the current state of online learning orientations in order to determine content, delivery, and feature prominence in implementations.
The generic term "online orientation" may refer to two content areas typically offered together: 1) orientation to the school, campus, resources, people, and offices, and 2) orientation to the online Learning Management System (LMS) and other online resources. This article focuses on the later, although the presence of the former is a prevalent theme. A common naming convention found in the study was "Online Learning Orientation," or some derivative or similar name that indicated resource materials serving an online student population.
DEFINITIONS
The focus of this article is online learning orientations, typically consisting of an introduction to the LMS and addressing good student practices in distance education settings. The use of the singular word orientation is not interchangeable with "online learning orientation," but it conveys a generic sense that covers any program or site introduction.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Virtual help systems can be classified into proactive and reactive offerings. While an online learning orientation clearly falls into the proactive category, when provided to students as a persistent resource it can also serve as a reactive resource, such as a reference library. This literature review will examine studies and field discussion related to: 1) the use and development of online orientations; 2) audience effectiveness; and 3) orientation attendance. As the literature review did not reveal any robust studies comparing online learning orientation content, delivery, and features related to the focus of this study, related citations addressed in the discussion section argue for online orientation component prominence.
Orientation geared towards remedying issues in online instruction seems to offer promising rewards in the mitigation of withdraw rates (Gilmore & Lyons, 2012; Jones, 2013; Taylor, Dunn, & Winn, 2015) although results may be mixed concerning students enrolled exclusively in online programs with older online students retaining at higher rates (James, Swan, & Daston, 2015) . Other perceived benefits of online orientations include increasing the sense of community (Byrd, 2016) and improving student comfort level (Goldman, Turnbow, Roth, Friedman, & Heskett, 2016) . Shen (2016) found that regardless of format, both online and face-to-face library orientations were effective for improving information literacy learning goals. However, the mere presence of an online orientation offering does not guarantee success. Experiences of online orientation developers indicate that the orientation must be easy-to-use, with details specific to the setting and LMS, and it must reflect the student's point of view (Dixon et al., 2012) . Herx (n.d.) expanded on this point by noting that an orientation design of short tasks countered student frustration factors. Criticism of online learning orientations include a focus group study that noted that students aren't retaining information because the orientation implementations often fail to engage students (Johnson, Meija, & Cook, 2015) , perhaps because it is often offered as a one-way broadcast instead of in a more interactive way. Presutti (2016) would seem to agree with an explicit citation of Garrison et al.'s (1999) advocacy of the importance of building an online community as grounding literature to support the inclusion of a chat feature in an online orientation. In addition, an emerging trend as part of the orientation process is the inclusion of student goal setting or achievement plan activities. Some institutions counter this criticism by making expectations clear in orientation information (Wake & Bunn, 2015) or by offering such activities in a just-in-time framework, such as pretesting to counter anxiety (Yan, Taylor, & Cao, 2016) . Herx (n.d.) embraced expectation clarity by requiring students to use a checklist to mark completed items before obtaining the next module of information.
Some student audiences may be particularly receptive to online learning orientations. Gains in student retention, socialization, and specific learning outcomes were found in studies of online learning orientations provided to graduate students (Benavides & Keyes, 2016) . Graduate students are well-suited to online learning because of their increased self-regulatory strategies, such as their use of always available orientation materials, coupled with their increased experience with formal learning and maturity (Koc & Liu, 2016) . In addition, high-performing students access the full range of course materials more frequently and have a higher on-time assignment submission rate than students at the lower end of the spectrum (Lawanto, Santosi, Lawanto, & Goodridge, 2014) . Lesser findings of the Lawanto et al. study indicated that technical problems or limitations may have been a factor in underperformance, so additional measures related to orientation might include passing a technical assessment as well as an online learning assessment to ensure greater student preparation prior to coursework. Finally, developers of an online orientation aimed at Generation Z students, i.e., students born in the mid-1990s with whom social media usage is a defining feature, found that greater student interaction was a key factor in overcoming a negative experience regarding content and delivery method (Swett, 2016) .
In addition, research has shown that some student characteristics may help adjustment to or performance in distance education. Hung, Chou, Chen, & Own's (2010) findings may have several implications for online orientations; in particular, findings of low learner self-direction suggest that imposing a firm structure, such as automated task completion mechanisms, may foster a supportive environment for learners. Other Hung et al. findings, including high self-efficacy, imply that there is less of a need for motivational information and drivers in an orientation program. In addition, due to Wang, Shannon, and Ross's (2013) findings that students with previous online learning experience had better-developed learning strategies, orientation implementations may consider removing requirements for repeated orientation completion for students who have previously enrolled in a course, unless some significant change has occurred, such as the adoption of a new learning management system platform.
Despite the effectiveness of orientation programs, some studies have found poor participation for prospective online students in orientation programs. While Miller and Erisman (2011) studied effective orientation practices, when low participation rates occurred, they attributed those findings to the students' perception that they already knew the content. A related study by the Center for Community College Student Engagement found that only 38% of reporting institutions required mandatory orientation (McClenney, 2011) . Field discussion has noted coursework underperformance by millennial students due to assumptions of competency based on past learning experiences (ECDL Foundation, 2015) . Southerland and Dodd (2012) found that lack of consequences for attending an optional orientation may have contributed to a decline in attendance despite success rates attributed to the experience. In addition, a paper by Forsyth Technical Community College (n.d) found a significantly lower attendance in student participation for mandatory online orientations versus face-toface sessions, although the online orientation did itself represent a significant improvement. Taken together, these studies suggest that institutional participation targets for online orientations are not well-established.
While the pool of grounding literature on online learning orientation effectiveness is small, some insights from the literature review were influential in this study design. A coding category was included to determine the extent that the online learning orientation is a persistent presence within the program or institution. In addition, notation of the sponsorship of the orientation will determine themes about audience focus. Finally, this study's data aggregation of content innovations will determine a theme on how type of content engages the orientation participant.
METHOD
Website content analysis continues to be fieldvalidated as an authentic and systematic method for identifying characteristics and making inferences (Jose & Lee, 2007; Kwon & Jeong, 2015) . We collected qualitative and quantitative data about 234 distinct web pages of a stratified, strategic sample consisting of 65 institutions. In order to identify concepts devoted to online orientations, we used an a priori approach, such as that recommended by Weare and Lin (2000) , and deployed a developed coded instrument of a master list of online learning orientation characteristics in both a pilot study and then, with minor revisions, in the full research study. Institutions selected for analysis equally represent regional areas of the United States and institutional characteristics of three Carnegie-class institutional categories: doctoral universities, master's colleges and universities, associates colleges, and one nonCarnegie classification of private institutions.
The coding instrument was developed through an iterative approach to themes from the literature review, including the need for success strategies in orientation programs and the importance of web hierarchy and navigation, amongst others. Each coding category was refined into subcategories that reflected prevalent themes of that category; for example, subdivisions for the Success Strategies category explored websites for findings related to provision of time management, anti-plagiarism, and effective communication in an online setting. Therefore, coding took the form of quantitative findings of prevalence. At the end of the pilot study, underdeveloped coding categories became potential subjects for merging with related categories while overdeveloped categories were refined as theme indicators. In order to ensure consistency, two coding passes conducted by three separate researchers occurred; discrepancies among findings were resolved by consensus agreement and an additional pass conducted by the team (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) . While the overall methodology represents a qualitative approach, significance tests present relevant findings and tables in the Results section show corresponding descriptive statistics computed for each observation in our data set. Therefore, presentation in corresponding tables in the Results section is significant with the most important ranking attributed to percent of occurrence followed by website hierarchy depth.
Not only were findings included as a coded item in terms of prevalence, for this study, location within the website hierarchy is another important factor in the significant finding listing. While some research has debunked the theory that user frustration is related to number of clicks, i.e., depth into the web page hierarchy (Meiss, Goncalves, Ramasco, Flammini, & Menczer, 2010; Porter, n.d.) , research is increasingly adopting a low click or links standard as an indication of either content importance (Jacob, 2012) or as an indication of transparency (Rebolledo, Medina, & Virgili, 2016) . In fact, the three clicks or links convention has even been used as a standard in legislation (Texas House Bill 2504 ) and government recommendations (Hegar, n.d.) related to content transparency. Therefore, each coding instance noted prominence as an orientation content item by using an ordinal notation concerning its location appearance (number of hierarchy clicks). This number will link the discussion section of this paper to research and web design recommendations on the importance of content location (Nehmadi, Meyer, Parmet, & Ben-Asher, 2011; Rider, 2012) and depth (BoatrightHorowitz, Langley, & Gunnip, 2009) .
Excluded from the study were "Packaged" institutional information, such as admissions and registration information, which presented in a high percentage of findings for pilot institutions, because these findings are part of the web page template, not informational findings found by following a website hierarchy. Because universities provide information on a number of different orientation events, in order to limit the focus of the study, sources were limited to online orientation materials targeted to undergraduates on a main campus rather than other materials reflecting a range of interests and sponsorships. The pilot study confirmed (with 0%) that there is no need to look at a University's Orientation page for online orientation findings as it would be related to on-campus visits only, likely due to the disparity in population sizes, the historical focus of the institution, and the age difference between residential students, who trend younger, and online students.
The institutional search engine located study findings and the search terms "Online learning orientation" and "Online orientation" where used at all studied sites. If there were no hits, then searches including LMS, a specific LMS name, and finally, the organizational online unit or "distance learning," yielded potential findings. All terms either revealed materials or an indication of material placement. For materials located behind an access wall, if information was provided that orientation content existed, then coding occurred; typically, an overview would be outside of the wall. While the presence of a login wall may indicate an incomplete data set or view of offerings, in fact, only 12% of institutions blocked some of their orientation materials, presumably because prospective students without login credentials might wish to view the orientation to determine their suitability for the virtual learning.
Orientation sponsorship was determined through a web page heading, URL, or other page links. Finding location took two forms: page hierarchy location and within the page as an ordinal page content location (1st link, 2nd, link, etc.). When an institution presented multiple online learning orientations, we chose findings that most closely represented the institution or largest institutional college, typically arts and sciences. When equal departments presented findings, we selected the first one appearing in the institutional search engine. Orientations for a student audience were preferred over content related to nonstudent audiences such a faculty orientation to the online setting.
RESULTS
This study found seven relevant themes related to current online learning orientation practice; each described with percentages that indicate subarea finding presence. While some coded areas present greater findings than others, findings present in order of its average hierarchy location with the toplevel of the website hierarchy weighted highest. To illustrate, some findings may appear at a high percentage but are located deeper within the website hierarchy thereby lowering their list appearance.
Getting Started was typically used as a starting point (55%). This thematic area had six coded subareas:
Technical Requirements was typically placed second in the orientation materials (42% of the time). This thematic area coded into five subareas (Table 2).
Success Strategies was typically located in a separate, contained content section (34% of the time). This thematic area contained six coded subareas (Table 3) .
Help-this thematic area had eight seven coded subareas (Table 4) .
Institutional Information-this thematic area had eight seven coded subareas (Table 5) .
Orientation support-this thematic area had three coded subareas ( Course Requirement-a significant number of institutions require online learning orientation either prior to enrollment in an online course or online program (28%) or in conjunction as course work (13%). The later, lower finding may be a result of required materials existing beyond a login wall.
The study design hoped to include metrics related to retention rates for online students; however, due to various factors including the lack of a dedicated category in public voluntary reporting systems and student enrollment choices regarding course delivery, this category was eliminated due to a lack of consistent, robust reporting.
For the sample, all modules were persistent resources for 85% of institutions that presented findings, although that number includes 5% of institutions that deployed a gateway or checklist to indicate completion because it was not clear from the small sample that resources disappeared when visited. In general, research institutions and large state institutions had a higher average page count by nearly a page (.91); however, that result skewed by a larger number of private institutions offering one-page video tutorials as their orientation than other types of institutions. There were no significant differences in the offering of content categories for all institutional types except private institutions, which offered significantly fewer introductions to specific campus offices due to the LMS feature focus of video tutorials. DISCUSSION This paper investigated websites and embedded video, PDFs, documents, and links to gauge important trends in providing higher education institutional online learning orientation content, format, delivery, and features. First, we discuss the seven themes with arguments prompting their elevation to best practices. Next, we discuss and compare the format of content modules as they apply to applications in literature. Third, we discuss the delivery of the overall orientation and content subcomponents into various media. Expected user interest or anticipated student needs were the driving choice for delivery channel selections. The underperformance of some findings may be significant as an indication of an emerging practice, so a section of this discussion will relate findings linked to future trends. Finally, we discuss differences between the studied implementations and the theoretical literature for implications regarding what the field has learned as implementations develop.
Regarding the importance of the "getting started" module, increasingly, instructional designers are advocating for attention to content presentation for effective e-learning course navigation (Schreurs, Vanhoe, & Al-Zoubi, 2009 ). Cho's (2012) design of a four-part online orientation serves as a precursor to this study due to the similar content areas of an overview of online learning, technical requirements or assessment, success strategies, and the prevalence of tutorials or guides for LMS features. Gullixson (2010) cites a 2008 report by the City Colleges of Chicago's Center for Distance Learning that noted the importance of a getting started module, hence the popularity of related findings that elevate the importance of having a "Getting Started" module to a best practice in online orientations.
While some LMSs have made gains in streamlining their interfaces, with field literature noting their increasing complexity with partnerships and bridges to a variety of supported technologies (Fathema, Shannon, & Ross, 2015) , the inclusion of a "Technical Requirements" section should be considered a best practice in online orientations due to both the variety of technical topics that need support and the importance of developing a sustainable learning environment where students can move past technical limitations and frustrations to experience learning success. Given the outsize influence that technical support has on online learning success (Root Kustritz, 2014) , perception of the learning environment (Asiri, Mahmud, Bakar, & Ayub, 2012; Sánchez, Hueros, & Ordaz, 2013) , and student attendance (Buxton, Burns, & De Muth, 2012) , proactive informational measures may go a long way to mitigating student technical concerns. In fact, Farrell et al. (2016) recommends the provision of early technical support as one of the eight most effective measures to improve learner-interface interaction. Fletcher (2012) would seem to agree, listing the provision of adequate technical support as the fourth most important key to success in a hybrid delivery program. This study's findings of the delivery of a high number of technical support materials and supports seems to reflect field findings that student frustration with online programs tends to stem from technical problems rather than the use of the online format or content (West, Jones, & Semon, 2012) .
While the provision of Help information echoes similar arguments for its promotion as a best practice, the multifaceted nature and delivery of LMS help systems means that online orientation programs need to move beyond the mindset of providing phone and email contact information to the provision of a more robust help service. In fact, the division of content into eight subareas indicates the increasing complexity with which higher education institutions need to comply with information provision practices. In addition, this study's significant percentage of institutions deploying tutorial content gives credence to Taylor, Dunn, and Winn's (2015) findings that the use of video tutorials to explain common LMS navigational items greatly enhanced the effectiveness of the orientation experience resulting in lower course withdrawal rates and greater student comfort levels. Interestingly, the results of this study confirm a greater percentage of text-andimage guides over video materials, which aligned with Turner, Fuchs, and Todman's (2015) findings indicating greater effectiveness of these materials. While the deficit of materials linked to problems and issues with accessibility captioning, the rates are consistent. Finally, the depth and breadth of materials related to best practices in disseminating technical information with short, manageable delivery in a just-in time framework will better facilitate knowledge absorption by users (Singh, 2012) .
The overwhelming availability, depth, and breadth of online orientation materials related to student success argues for the promotion of this category to a best practice; Cho (2012) would also seem to argue for the student success module as a best practice as he includes it as one of four model elements. Increasingly, investigations into the content of orientation programs look at quality (Mayhew, Vanderlinden, & Kim, 2010) and delivery (Soria, Lingren-Clark, & Coffin-Koch, 2013 ) factors, with an aim of providing a linkage to retention, academic performance, or student satisfaction rates. With external pressures and student stress a considerable factor in adjusting to collegiate life (James, Krause, & Jennings, 2010) , this study's high findings for provision of materials related to time management and motivation seems well-justified. In addition, the positive impacts that anxiety, such as that related to preparing and taking examinations, has on advice-seeking behavior (Gino, Brooks, & Schweitzer, 2012) indicates that investing in orientation materials may serve students needing a sustainable set of just-in-time resources. One of the strongest arguments for inclusion of student success materials as a best practice is Wenzel and Rowley's (2010) argument that for special needs populations, teaching academic strategies and social skills is critically important for a seamless transition to collegiate life and can efficiently engage a large population of students with similar orientation needs.
The inclusion of institutional information may be the most underdeveloped of all implementation areas; however, a thoughtful approach may offer the greater potential for assisting students. Karp, Gara, and Hughes (2008) found that the lack of awareness about institutional student support programs was a significant factor resulting in lower participation rates. Hudek and Stouder (2014) would seem to agree, as institutional policies, procedures, guidance, and practical information can form a core of constantly delivered information.
Despite recommendations by online orientation developers Dixon et al. (2012) that an online orientation be self-contained, this study found that while 39% had video or tutorial resources, the average amount of five pages devoted to the orientation indicates that multiple formats deploy in this study. Even sites that offered a single resource typically deployed at least one additional page to introduce the resource and offer other information such as help or contact information. The implication of devoted pages and the use of introduction pages is that orientation developers are assisting users to absorb content in an expected sequence in order that they may best understand referenced materials and progress through the material as a prescribed curriculum.
A relevant theme concerning delivery involves orientation timing with only two of the studied orientations offered only at a specific time. The use of a self-paced, always available orientation program is aligned with Herx's (n.d.) findings of persistent orientation enrollment paralleling online course enrollment and Georgas's (2014) findings that an online library orientation had higher attendance at the end of the semester, when it was needed by students before a specific project, rather than at the beginning of the semester. This study's findings that most online orientation programs exist year-round confirm Taylor, Dunn, and Winn's (2015) findings of the use of video as a just-in-time course asset. In addition, the prevalence of navigation and LMS aides on topics found in this study such as thread posting and course gradebooks parallel similar practices in the Taylor study.
Finally, the sponsorship of the online learning orientation may itself be significant for what it reveals about the importance of online education to the university. This study found that the majority of institutions are deploying a dedicated office in support of online learning, confirming field literature of the robustness of distance education enrollment (Allen, Seaman, Poulin, & Straut, 2016) . With online education becoming an increasingly important contributor to institutional fiscal health (Atchley & Wingenbach, 2011) , the delivery of an effective online program, which includes an orientation module, may ensure program sustainability.
Regarding orientation content, the study findings demonstrate that some implementations are ripe for improvement. The use of a selfassessment and\or quiz structure within or in addition to the orientation relates well to McLaren's (2008) usage suggestions of virtual labs and simulations to replicate real conditions; however, such usage was not a significant finding in this study, hence an area for improvement. Due to low participation rates, this study seems to concur with field literature that institutions are just beginning to put into practice recommendations regarding the use of student vetting and assessment checks as part of an orientation experience (Bailey & Brown, 2016) ; Hart (2012) furthered the recommendation by linking it to improved student retention rates. As noted in the Results section, the amount of accessibility or directed resources for people with disabilities seems relatively low, especially considering field recommendations calling for greater inclusion in online orientation activities (Farrell, Driver, & Weathers, 2011) . With failure to provide equitable learning materials increasingly falling into an area of compliance, developers must take measures to address deficiencies. Despite elevation to a subarea code, this study's findings of a relatively low percentage of help resources related to browser requirements seems to echo findings by Farrell, Driver, and Weathers (2011) of student difficulty in browser usage; implementers of that study took the additional step of recommending a specific browser for better performance. While an expectation that some resources and help should exist behind a login wall, it was expected that schools will provide some orientation materials to prospective students prior to enrollment. In fact, only 12% of institutions provided evidence of limiting some orientation materials by login access, an encouraging finding due to expectations that potential students will make up a significant portion of the viewing population. A slightly more significant finding was that 15% of the sample had access issues related to the adoption of a new learning platform. Recent adoption has impacted the development of a pool of related materials supporting the new system; lack of resources is a factor in faculty technology adoption studies (Bousbhi & Alrazgan, 2014) .
When comparing online orientations to current field implementations supported by literature, some differences emerge. This study's findings varied concerning sponsorship of the online orientation, which may be concerning in regard to Mayhew, Vanderlinden, and Kim's (2010) finding that a dedicated office supporting orientation work was the most important factor in reducing the learning gap between student population types. In general, the findings of this study would seem to avert Presutti's (2016) advocacy of highlighting the success of adult learners because it appears that the orientation materials of this study's sampled institutions lack corresponding testimonials or a promotion agenda regarding online learning. It would be valid to criticize some of Presutti's design choices as flawed by an overdependence on older literature to inform current practice. In addition, the sampled institutions of this study may need to be cognizant of the practices of some institutions to require mandatory orientation, even for online students. Due to documented under-attendance, the North Carolina Community College System is requiring student completion of an orientation program as an intervention to improve certain retention and success rates (Capps & McCluney, 2016) .
In general, this study's findings reveal that institutions are making strides to ensure that their online learning orientations serve a greater purpose than mere online tours; it is clear from the depth and breadth of content and its delivery that institutions are trying to foster user familiarity and comfort in an online setting and assist students to actively and effectively engage in online coursework.
Conclusion and Future Research Implications
Online orientations and services for online students will continue to expand and occupy a greater amount of time, personnel, and resources as institutions grapple with ways to best serve the needs of their online learners. For institutional administrators, gaining insight into current practices may assist them as they craft responsive orientation learning modules; this study proved informative to a state regent's group devoted to improving online learning.
This study concludes that effective online orientations include modules on: 1) getting started in the online environment; 2) the technical requirements of online learning; 3) success strategies in online learning; 4) help topics; and 5) institution-specific information. Structuring the orientation in a tutorial, video, or guide format with judicious use of quizzes to promote learning acquisition may effectively deliver content to stakeholders. Positioning the online orientation within a logical location in the website hierarchy and providing clear sponsorship and support contact information may best ensure that follow-up activity reaches stakeholders directly. In addition, avoiding an overly detailed, complex, or lengthy set of materials and deploying an intuitive presentation may foster user satisfaction with the orientation and sustained use as a persistent resource.
An excellent model is Iowa State University's Engineering and Arts & Sciences collaboration, which features dedicated pathways and resources for new students, returning or alumni students, and current students. In addition, their Online Orientation Portal has one-click access to course and institutional digital resources, including storing and sharing mechanisms.
For future research, longitudinal studies that examine the long-term effect of online learning orientations, including impacts on graduation rates and graduate enrollment, would fill a literature deficit and are needed to validate practice. In addition, explorations that link online orientations to sustainable learning communities, especially for niche populations, may offer insights into effective interventions. As noted in the Method section, an eliminated categorical area related to capturing metrics on the effectiveness of the online orientation did not provide robust findings; however, several of the studied institutions present findings related to online student retention including studies and reenrollment metrics and policies. Due to consistency issues in the reporting efforts and a lack of representable data from the four institutional areas of interest, these data were unavailable for tabulation as part of the study, but this remains an area of potential research. Finally, with related literature increasingly advocating for continued investment in interactivity, implementations of innovative online learning orientations may continue to move forward a student-centered orientation model in the online learning setting.
